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Knowing the importance of writing in the work of all ac
countants, we feel especially happy in being able to bring this
article to the attention of readers of “The Woman C.P.A.”
This article appeared in “The Texas Accountant” and was
the basis of an address by Mr. Pickens before the San Antonio
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WRITING OF ACCOUNTANTS REPORTS
HATCHER A. PICKENS, CPA

The topic “Writing of Accountants’ Re clusions. If his transference of facts, con
ports” embraces the entire field of account ditions, and conclusions is not effected in
ants’ writing because practically every prod a clear and orderly manner, with due regard
to the relative importance of the various
uct of his pen is a report.
My comments will be concerned largely divisions of this subject matter, he has
with the problems of actual writing, with largely failed in his purpose. Ideally, the
the transmission to the reader of our inter reader should wind up with a proper under
pretation of the facts, and conditions which standing of the significant elements of the
are developed by our examination of busi situation; he should know what the score
ness affairs. It is not my intention to dis is in every essential respect relating
cuss the short-form report which is de to the matter reported. I said “Ideally.”
signed to express the independent account Actually we know the ideal cannot be at
ants’ opinion of the fairness of accompany tained, but it should be our aim. A tech
ing statements of financial position and op nically perfect examination or investigation
erations. The general form of such opinion can be nullified by an ineffectively presented
has been standardized after years of study report.
by committees of the American Institute of
The education and training of the ac
Accountants and others.
countant have been focused on accounting
The short-form report is used in connec principles, auditing procedures and general
tion with only a part of the work of Texas business and financial information. Our
accountants. Most of our assignments re profession has progressed admirably along
late to audits, systems, cost analysis, and those lines, and in general has kept pace
special studies of varied sorts, practically with the growing needs and demands of a
all of which are transmitted by, or consist now complex economy. We have reason to
be proud of the essential part that we have
of, letters of interpretation.
It is just as essential that our report be in national business.
If there is any phase of the development
skillfully presented as the highly technical
procedures attending the investigation of of accounting practice which has lagged, it
affairs be properly accomplished.
is “writing.”
There are two main reasons for this.
Both phases of the accountant’s work
must be adequately performed to assure First, as I have already pointed out, busi
ness has rapidly become more complex. The
an effective report.
The chief function of the accountant is accountant’s basic education and training
to inform others of his findings and con have given him the implements with which
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to cope with expanded technical require
ments. But his role of interpreter of condi
tions and situations has also become more
exacting with the increasing intricacy of
financial operation. Naturally his task of
writing has become correspondingly more
difficult. Without specialized education and
training in the art of writing, his progress
in that respect has been slower than along
other lines of his professional practice.
The second reason has to do with apti
tudes. You may be inclined to relegate the
so-called human engineering to the “hooey”
category. Be that as it may, the natural
trends or aptitudes found in the man who is
peculiarly fitted for accounting endeavor
bear little similarity to those of the man
who was born to write. There are excep
tions, of course. There are men of our pro
fession who are talented writers. That fact
is evidenced by the many fine books and
articles composed by these men. But on the
whole we are not, primarily, writers.
However, the everyday task confronting
us—that of effective writing—is not a dis
couraging one, even though, strictly speak
ing, we are not of the literary ilk. For
one thing, the professional accountant, par
ticularly the Certified Public Accountant as
I understand his background, has the equi
valent of a university education, with an
adequate vocabulary and knowledge of
grammatical rules. He has one distinct ad
vantage over most writers in that his sub
jects are restricted to matters of which he
has full and first-hand information and un
derstanding. The type of writing which is
appropriate for the accountant’s report is
consistent with his professional personality.
Thus far we have made two statements
which appear, at first thought, to be con
tradictory. The first was that the writing
of the accountant has not kept pace with
his advancement in other respects. The sec
ond statement implied that he possesses
the necessary qualifications for adequate
writing.
Actually, those two remarks are recon
cilable. The answer seems to be that we
are not giving as much concentrative
thought to report writing as to the other
major phases of our professional responsi
bilities. We are deeply concerned with mat
ters involving auditing standards, account
ing principles, and the form and terminol
ogy employed in financial statement. Our
work on engagements, prior to the conclud
ing stage, has been given the benefit of our
best thinking and that of our professional
organizations. But the report letter, the
interpretative medium by which the read

er’s attention should be directed to the
essentials and by which, to a considerable
degree, the worth of the entire engagement
is judged, is too often hurried through
the mill.
Before considering the requisites for
effective writing by the accountant, some
of the shortcomings which may be found in
many current reports are noted. A recent
address by Mark Eaton on “Long Form
Reports” pointed out that certain glaring
faults are prevalent. Here are some of
them:
Reference is made to a number of au
diting
procedures,
without
saying
whether, in sum, they constitute an audit.
The report may repeat in its comments
a good deal of information presented else
where in the balance sheet and income
statements.
Pointless analysis of certain accounts
may be presented.
Comparisons may be made without
emphasis of the important points.
Tedious material is often included in
the form of meaningless percentages.
A hackneyed expression of thanks for
courtesies is sometimes used in closing,
without an expression of opinion.
This type of report may be written in
practically the same words year after year.
In fact, it is not uncommon for some firms
to use pretty much the same wording for
reports to all clients.
These shortcomings, in the main, stem
from three sources:
1. Thoughtless following of practices
which originated in the horse-andbuggy days of accountancy.
2. Poor selectivity of materials; little
regard for the relative importance of
information at hand.
3. Lack of recognition of the great im
portance of clear transmission of es
sential information to the reader.
Generally inadequacy of language goes
along with the kind of deficiencies just
mentioned. I firmly believe that such short
comings are for the most part traceable to
the fact that the accountant overlooks his
essential object: to tell the story adequately.
Now for a number of suggestions for
good writing by accountants.
The first in order of importance is care
ful selection of the points to be emphasized.
This is the very foundation of the struc
ture. Our aim is to make the report of the
greatest possible value to the reader. No
purpose can be achieved by serving up a
haphazard conglomeration of financial
hash. Now, after completion of the tech
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nical procedures which we considered neces
sary, we have at our disposal a mass of in
formation, both important and trivial. We
should appraise such data and should select
for treatment in the report those items,
trends, conditions, and situations which
are significant. The identity of the pros
pective reader affects our selection, as the
points of view of management, banker,
stockholder, and prospective investor are
different. We should constantly bear in
mind those things which the reader will
want to know and will need to know for
proper understanding of prevailing condi
tions, and for well-founded conclusions as
to the trend of the business. We should not
necessarily restrict our comments to the
accounts which appear in the financial state
ments. It is a poor report which includes a
detailed aging of customers’ accounts which
are in exceptionally current condition, but
omits any reference to heavily overstocked
inventories and to plant expansion far be
yond any likely demand for increased pro
ductions. I read a report recently which
made no mention whatever of the obvious
fact that capital obligations had been in
curred beyond any apparent ability to
repay.
After selection of the points to stress in
the report letter, we come to the matter of
expressive literary composition.
Our basic aim now is to give the reader
a clear understanding of the things which
in our judgement are important to him.
We should take every reasonable precau
tion to avoid inexactness or ambiguity. To
reach this goal is not easy. The type of
writing that accountants must necessarily
do is hard for laymen to read. Our style
must be objective and straightforward,
bearing directly upon the object. There can
be no humor relief, no suggestion, no change
of course to relieve the reader’s concentra
tive strain. No poetic license is granted
accountants. We must hew to the line. We
must be matter-of-fact, lucid, and as brief
as clarity will permit. We have at least one
distinct advantage: the reader is personally
interested in the subject or he wouldn’t be
exposing himself to it.
There are probably many of us who, in
order to do effective writing, need take no
other step than to keep constantly in mind
the importance of it. The rest of us can
profit by some thought about ways and
means of improving our mode of expression.
In talking about this I am assuming, as
stated before, that the Certified Public Ac
countant possesses the equivalent of a uni
versity education. It logically follows that

he has an adequate working knowledge of
rhetorical structure, and that even though
he may have become rusty on grammatical
rules, he can immediately appraise the de
gree of effectiveness of writing. From a
practical standpoint he can point out its
virtues or its sins. His primary require
ment for acceptable writing is to be very
critical of his own product.
James J. Caffrey of the S.E.C., in an
address at the annual meeting of the Ameri
can Institute of Accountants in November,
1947, spoke volumes in one short admoni
tion: think straight and talk plain. He
stated that “. . . the challenge is to find the
issue reduced to its simplest form and to
state the conclusion in the plainest way
possible.”
John Mantle Clapp, in the preface to his
recent book, “Accountants’ Writing,” says
that for the accountant to tell his story
plainly, he needs more skill in manipulating
the building blocks of rhetorical structure,
and that he must acquire this skill for him
self. I know of no better way to do this
than by reading. Whether we realize it
or not, our perusal of current articles in the
Journal of Accountancy and in financial
publications represents a liberal education
in the utilitarian type of writing which we
are obligated to use. A still broader field of
reading will reflect results in the caliber of
our own writing. Of course, we may have to
go back fifty or a hundred years, or more,
for masterpieces of essay, history, and fic
tion. We may as well skip present-day nov
els, unless we are interested in a pretty
badly garbled psychology of sex. Another
keynote of modern fiction is frustration
which can hardly be converted into an asset
for the accountant.
Francis Bacon, who may or may not have
written a considerable number of the works
attributed to Shakespeare, is quoted as say
ing: “Reading maketh a full man, confer
ence a ready man, and writing an exact
man.”
There is probably no field of writing in
which the choice of the appropriate word
is more essential than in that of accounting
composition. Short words generally carry
more “punch,” more forcefulness, and more
meaning than the longer ones, just as a
boxer’s short jolting jab is more damaging
than a round-house blow. The longer words
often contain a suggestive significance. The
accountant does not aim to suggest; he pro
poses to state an exact meaning. But the
more accurate word should be chosen, be it
four-letter or twelve, provided it has a
commonly known meaning.
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Frequent use of the dictionary is an ex
cellent habit to form. We carry in our minds
from high school days our conception of the
meaning of many words. If you like sur
prises, look up some of them in the diction
ary. You will probably grade A-plus as to
your general ideas, but may be embarrassed
by the discovery of unsuspected distinc
tions in the meaning of words which you
had thought of as synonymous. If we are
to “talk straight,” we must choose words
which convey our precise meaning, not our
approximate meaning. The dictionary will
help.
I have tried to make a case for the use
of short, terse, cogent, words whenever they
are expressive of the exact thought. Such
words are not always the most appropriate.
Our subject is often an intricate one. An
adequate vocabulary is a necessity. So I
am unable to join with the advocates of
“basic English,” which comprises only some
850 words. Here is an “Accountant’s Re
port in Basic English,” submitted by H. R.
Borthwick of Winston-Salem to the Journal
of Accountancy (March, 1944) :
“We have gone over the money state
ments of the XYZ Corporation as of De
cember 31, 1943, including the state
ment of things it has and accounts others
have against it at December 31, 1943,
and the statement of profit and loss for
the year then ended; have given attention
to the system of accounting control and
the accounting process of the Company
and, while not taking a complete look at
all the transactions, have seen or made
tests of accounting records of the Com
pany and other supporting things, in
ways and as much as seemed to us right.
Such going over was made under gener
ally right ways of doing such things, with
all the processes that seemed to us neces
sary.
“In our opinion this statement of things
it has and accounts others have against
it and this statement of profit and loss
give a right view of the money position
of the XYZ Corporation at December 31,
1943, and the effects of its operations for
the year ended on that day, under gener
ally kept up laws of accounting done in
a way that is in agreement with that of
the year before.”
You can take it or leave it. I think Mr.
Borthwick intended to leave it.
Now we pass on to a consideration of
clauses, sentences, and paragraphs. Here
we are on our own. Here we can weave so
intricate a web that the reader may be
tangled in it until the close of his next fis
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cal year. Here we need our fundamental
comprehension of grammatical rules and
the background of good reading that we
talked about before. Hand-in-hand with
our prime requisite of transmitting our
strict meaning goes the virtue of simplicity.
A number of the requirements for effective
composition by the accountant are con
tained in Webster’s definition of the word
“explicit”: distinctly stated; plain in lang
uage; clear; having no disguised meaning;
clearly developed; with all its elements ap
parent. A famous example of this kind of
writing is Lincoln’s Gettysburg address.
What a classic that would be if Robert E.
Lee had written it.
A tug of war often exists between sim
plicity and brevity on one side and suffi
cient explanatory detail on the other. The
streamlined annual report of the Caterpil
lar Tractor Company has been described as
“simple, but not informative.” Sufficient
explanatory detail is an absolute. Simplic
ity and brevity should be achieved to the
highest degree. The ascertainment of net
income for a stated period is fraught with
complexities and plagued by extreme differ
ences of opinion. How can an explanation
of the treatment of certain related items be
made simple? If you want other examples,
just take a look at the notes on the financial
statements of large concerns with compli
cated capital and debt structure. But the
more difficult the problem, the greater is
the challenge.
The writings of accountants are directed
to individuals composing wide extremities
of intelligence and educational training.
Our style of composition should be adapted
within reasonable limits to the intellectual
rating of the expected reader. However,
dignity of expression should not be sacri
ficed even when we are directing our report
to one of less-than-average ability.
You have surely gathered the idea that
I am for simplicity, but with reservations.
There is a dignity about the use of good
English which we should never overlook.
To tell our story adequately is a “must.”
But there is plenty of pressure of opinion
on the part of some of the public to have us
feed complicated subject matter into the
mill and make it come out in form for easy
digestion by untrained minds. The neces
sity for thinking annoys some people. Hence
the burning broadsides at any writing which
cannot be comprehended without the use of
a few brain cells. Perhaps we should pass
a law that only simple financial situations
are permissible. The “more abundant life”
seems to have taken over. As best I can

figure it out, this Utopian state connotes a
minimum of physical effort, a sub-minimum
of mental concentration, an entire lack of
worry and stress; but, and this without
any apparent recognition of illogical se
quence, a plethora of luxury and fun. The
picture magazines are in the saddle. One
can keep abreast of the times without even
being able to read. Some corporations make
their annual reports to employees in the
form of comic strips.
My point in this harangue is that we

should not allow ourselves to be stampeded
into adopting a form of writing which is
inconsistent with our purposes in writing
with our professional stature.
In summary, let’s recall the essential ele
ments of effective writing by accountants
as I see them:
1. To select carefully the points to be
emphasized.
2.
To think straight and talk plain.
3. And inclusive of the first two, to tell
our story adequately.
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